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Matthew 9:14-17; Ecc. 3:1-4; A Time for Fasting I.  Appropriate Times to Fast II. Inappropriate Times to Fast
Congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ, there is an appropriate time to perform certain tasks.  There are also inappropriate times to perform a task.  Imagine for a moment that someone wanted to watch a football game on Sunday- during the worship service.  It would clearly be inappropriate to crank up your phone’s volume during the congregational prayer just to hear the play by play of the Bear’s game.  The fact is, there are times when certain actions are not appropriate.  Well today, we apply this principle to that of fasting.  In God’s providence, our church has been invited to participate in a day of prayer and fasting on Oct. 7.  So on Oct. 7, members of our federation are invited to pray at fast at the invitation of the PCA General Assembly- so that our churches might ask God for renewal and revival in our churches.  Now then- why is this an appropriate request and task?  Getting back to our passage, we remember that Matthew has been slowly unveiling the identity of Jesus Christ.  His authority and power is being revealed- and today we find another aspect of His identity in that He is the bridegroom of the church.  But what does this fact mean for us- and how does the identity of Jesus as the groom change how we live?  Jesus was a man of sorrows to be sure- but His first miracle was performed at a wedding in Cana.  In our text in Matthew 9, the disciples of John have come to Jesus with a question.  Why are we as John’s disciples fasting, but your disciples do not fast?  So what is the difference between the ministry of John and that of Jesus?  Where John was known to preach a message of repentance for the Kingdom of God was near, Jesus proclaimed a message of forgiveness, restoration and grace because the Kingdom of God was upon them!  So today we consider this theme: Jesus Christ reveals the appropriate time for fasting in His Kingdom.  
I.  Appropriate Times to Fast 
As we begin, we see that there are times when it is very appropriate and fitting for us to fast- even today.  For example, someone who is filled with sorrow for sin may decide that a day of fasting from food is an appropriate way to encourage humility and sorrow.  So fasting during times of sorrow, mourning and sadness are appropriate.  Even in the context of a healthy marriage, a couple may decide that a short time of abstinence may be beneficial for their spiritual wellbeing as we find in I Cor. 7.  In our text, we find that fasting is an appropriate response when the Jesus is not present.  So in Mt. 9:15 Jesus says that when the bridegroom is taken away, then the disciples will fast.  This mean two things- first of all Jesus is saying that He is going to be taken away.  A time is coming when He will no longer be physically present on this earth.  And two, when Jesus is not physically present, His disciples will fast.  So when is this time period when Jesus will not be present?  The answer is found when we look at the moments in Jesus’ life when He was not present.  Specifically, Jesus was taken away from His disciplines when He died on the cross.  So we have this three-day period when Jesus was not present.  But even longer than that, after Jesus rose from the dead, He did not remain physically on earth.  Rather, after 40 days Jesus ascended into heaven.  So to answer the question, when is fasting appropriate for Jesus disciples?  The answer is simply this- when Jesus is not physically present.  So then, since Jesus is not now physically present with us, fasting is an appropriate response.  
When we look at John’s disciples in v. 14, we know why they fasted.  John was not the bridegroom.  John was only a friend of the groom- and he pointed everyone to Jesus who was coming after him.  And for the disciples of Jesus- they too would share in the fasting when the groom was removed.  But why would the disciples of Jesus fast- if they knew that Jesus was victorious and that He was going to come back again?  Well, here we find the concept of the already and not yet.  Although it is true that Jesus has been raised victorious from the grave, the fact remains that we still live in a body that is plagued by sin and in a world that is wrecked with the curse.  Fasting, then, is the fitting response of someone who knows that everything is not as it should be!  Fasting is done in the hope that something better is possible and is coming!  The fasting person looks forward in hope- with longing.  For us, our faith is not yet made sight!  We believe in Jesus with a heart of faith- but our eyes do not now see Him.  Added to this, we still fall into temptation and sin.  And in a corporate sense, the church is not yet glorious and triumphant.  We are still the church militant.  We face enemies like the devil and the world.  We long to see our churches full, and yet they are not.  So a fast is a fitting response of a heart that has sorrow within.  Jesus gives us two illustrations of this fact in v. 16-17.  An old patch goes on old cloths, and old wine goes in old wineskins.  Basically, it would not be fitting to attach something new to something that is old because in this case they are incompatible.  It would be like someone trying to tell jokes at a funeral.  We are still living in a fallen body in the context of a fallen creation.  We long to be set free- we long for Jesus to return on the clouds of glory.  There is a time for everything- and that includes a time for fasting.  And by way of reminder, back in Matthew 6:16 we found that fasting is to be done in a certain way.  A God-glorifying fast is one where the heart is engaged.  It is not just an external thing- but a spiritual pursuit.  A godly fast is one where we humbly cry out for mercy and grace.  This kind of fast is not done to be seen by men or for the praise of other people.  A fast is to remind us of our sins and dependance on God and it is to be accompanied with prayer.  We can even tie fasting to what we saw last week concerning discipline.  A fast helps us discipline our bodies- teaching us self-control as we seek mastery over our desires.  Man does not live on bread alone, but on the Word that proceeds from the mouth of the Lord.  So then, there is an appropriate time to fast.
II. Inappropriate Times to Fast
But it must also be stated that there will be a time when fasting is not appropriate!  When it would be the wrong to time go around in sadness and sorrow.  Just as water and fire are incompatible, there are times when it would be inappropriate to fast. Jesus says as much in v. 15- can the wedding guests mourn as long as the groom is with them?  Or to put this into a present-day context- would it be appropriate for those invited to a wedding to sing songs of lament and show up in sackcloth and ashes?  No, that would not be appropriate?  Why?  Because today is a day for rejoicing and not for sorrow!  So then, these disciples of Jesus were not mourning- they were not fasting- because Jesus was with them!  The groom was here!  So let me ask you, is there a time coming when the groom will once again be present?  Is there a time when it would be inappropriate for you or any believer to proclaim a day of fasting?  Yes- this sorrow and fasting would be inappropriate when Jesus returns!  Those who do not want Jesus to return- these will will cry out for the rocks to hide them.  But for God’s people- we will say that this is our God and we have waited for Him!  We trusted in Him and He has saved us as Isaiah 25 puts it.  The fact is this- in the new Creation, there will be no reason to fast.  Why?  Because there will be no sorrow and no sin, no longing for something better, and no separation or distance between Christ and His people.  It will be our wedding day- or as Rev. 19 puts is- the marriage supper of the Lamb.  It will be a day of joy and gladness.  There will be no sorrow and no tears!  There will be no absence and no death!  For the former things that gave us reason to fast will pass away!  Just as it was unfitting for the disciples to fast when Jesus was present with them on earth, so also it will be unfitting for us to fast when Jesus returns.  When the King is present- His citizens rejoice!  In other words, in the New Creation when heaven comes down, there will be only an unceasing feast and never a time of fasting!  As we read in Ecc. 3- there is a time for weeping and a time to laugh.  A time to dance and time to mourn.  
To prove this point, Jesus gives us the illustration of patching a garment and putting wine in a wineskin.  To be honest- I find these two verses difficult to understand for a few reasons.  First off- these events are not really practiced today.  If we get a hole in our pants, we just buy new pants.  If we purchase wine, it usually comes in a glass bottle.  But let’s try to catch the point that Jesus is making.  The second reason that these verses are hard to understand is that it is difficult to see how they connect to the question of fasting.  So Jesus is saying that is not wise to mix or confuse the old and the new.  These items are often incompatible.  It would be like buying a new pair of pants and new shoes to wear in the garden or doing outside chores.  If you put on a new shirt before you change the oil in your car, you will likely ruin the shirt.  In a similar way, putting a new, unshrunk patch on an old garment will cause the rip or hole to become larger as the patch will shrink when washed.  Putting new wine in an old wineskin would cause them both to be ruined.  New wine expands as it ferments and ages- which would cause the old, worn out and already stretched skin to burst and you will lose both the wine and the skin it was in.  Applying this to the point at hand- those who are celebrating the coming of the new kingdom will not live as if they are still living in the old.  Now we have to keep the point of v. 16-17 clear. Jesus is not saying that there was no room for celebration in the Old Covenant- nor is He saying that there is no reason to fast for those living in the New Covenant.  He makes that point clear in v. 15 where He states that His disciples will fast.  Rather, Jesus is teaching us that it takes wisdom to understand the times in which you live.  For us, there is a time to feast and a time to fast.   Geerhardus Vos was known for saying that we live in the already and not yet.  Do we still need to acknowledge the old- coming to grips with our sin and fasting when we are moved by our sorrow over current situation.  Yes- that is appropriate.  But it is also proper to feast with joy in our hearts as we already have received the blessings of forgiveness and eternal life through Jesus Christ!  Specifically, the Lord’s Day is called a festive day of praise and thanksgiving.  But we can go further.  The coming of Jesus is the breaking of New Kingdom into this world.  In the illustration of v. 16-17, Jesus is making is clear that you cannot stuff the New Covenant into the Old.  Jesus is not going to keep His people under the OT ceremonies.  The New Covenant which Jesus was ushering in was a greater and expanding covenant.  And in relation to the OT rituals and ceremonies, these passed away as the one who fulfills them has arrived.  So here again, Jesus is calling for wisdom.  Don’t forget where you are in history.  Even as you fast, remember that your sorrow comes in the context of promised forgiveness and in the hope of a better tomorrow!  Even the way in which we fast is different than the way that the believers fasted in the OT.  For they believed in the coming Messiah- and we now know His name and have received His complete Word.  
To conclude, our section of reading here in Matthew continues to unfold the identity of Jesus Christ.  Jesus has all power and authority- and here His identity is revealed as the bridegroom who causes His disciples to feast with joy and gladness.  His very presence removes any desire or reason to fast- for He will wipe every tear from our eyes.  Under His loving gaze, there will be no more weeping, sorrow, sin or death!  So why would we weep!  But we do not now fully see what will be seen one day.  So until Christ returns, we live in times of fasting and in feasting.  A time to celebrate and a time for sorrow.  Jesus Christ reveals the appropriate time for fasting in His Kingdom.  But know this- sorrow may last for a night- but joy comes in the morning!  
